INTRODUCTION
Library evaluation is not new but it has evolved from measuring mainly inputs and outputs to the assessment of value and impact. Aided by the wealth of quantitative and qualitative information now available, several approaches have been taken. One of these, The Economic Value of Public Libraries, has been the subject of a Resource funded research project in the Department of Information Science at Loughborough University (Morris, Hawkins and Sumsion, 2000) . It focused on ways of assessing the economic impact of the public library service -its value to the individual and, in total, to society. This article does not attempt to summarize the evidence and arguments presented there. However, some reference to them follows in order to describe the background and context of the particular survey work which is the subject of this paper.
Background and economic theory
Although the public library is a service, some of the ways in which it functions are similar to a business. However, unlike a business, the public library is largely publicly funded. To understand why this is so, it is helpful to look at three economic concepts commonly associated with public funding:
• Merit goods. These are goods or services to which society accepts that everyone should have access, regardless of their means. An obvious example is healthcare.
• External benefit. This occurs when a person or persons not directly involved in a transaction nevertheless receives benefit from it. An example is the 2000) at a time when books were being returned and the users had read and derived value from reading them. The users were asked to place a monetary estimate on their reading experience. While the wording of the questions was refined through a small pilot survey conducted at Loughborough Public Library, the main study was conducted at three other medium-sized public libraries, Bedford, Hinckley and Rugby, chosen because they were large enough to offer a range of services but not large enough to provide the specialist facilities which can attract an unrepresentative clientele. Results obtained from the 557 users returning books in the four public libraries showed that a loan of either fiction or non-fiction books was valued at 30-50 pence, while less than 50 per cent of users put the value above 50 pence and very few were willing to place a value of over £1. The total estimate was approximately 7-8 per cent of the average purchase price of books currently bought in libraries. Concludes that the study confirmed that readers do derive value from borrowing both fiction and non-fiction books and that they are able to make some estimate of that value in money terms based on the purpose for which they were borrowed and the benefit they obtained.
benefit to others and to society of one person's education.
• Public good. In economic terms, a public good is one which, even when it is consumed by one person, is still available for use by another. Hence a public good is not depleted by use and does not entail rivalry, nor can anyone be excluded from enjoying its benefits. A good example is street lighting.
Public library services and the merit of their case to be publicly funded have been examined by several economists, mostly American (for example, Getz, 1980; Goddard,1971; White, 1983 , Adam Smith Institute, 1986 Van House, 1983; Giacoma, 1989; Heine, 1994; Schauer, 1986; and Kingma, 2001) . It can be argued that the public library service has some properties of all three economic concepts described above. Public libraries are meritorious because they maintain or improve literacy, stimulate the imagination and expand personal horizons. They also inform and empower citizens, enable access to a common cultural heritage and promote a sense of ownership of society. They have external benefits because people obtaining private knowledge may well use this for the benefit of society either directly or indirectly, for example, through making a greater contribution in taxation if they had changed jobs as a consequence of using library facilities. Although libraries are not a pure public good, they display certain public good characteristics. For example, electronic resources can be accessed by many users simultaneously. Loaned items too, once returned to the library, are available for use by another person and the stock is only depleted by wear and tear. Public libraries are also inclusive in intention; they are available for anyone to use. However, there can be rivalry for an item of printed library stock at any point in time, as demonstrated by long waiting lists for bestsellers. It is not surprising, therefore, that, since libraries are funded with public money, the benefits and economic value of such establishments are of wide general interest.
The benefits libraries can provide have been discussed by numerous authors including Van House (1983) , Newhouse and Alexander (1972) , McClure and Bertot (1998 ), Comedia (1993 ) and ASLIB (1995 . While libraries provides few unique services, their strength is that they provide a range of public services under one roof on a community basis enabling users to make a distinct personal or economic gain. Not only do users benefit from being able to borrow material either free of charge or for a notional sum of money, but they have access to an extensive information environment. The value of library benefits varies between users -with age, location, education, wealth, interest and career -so how do you measure it?
As long ago as 1972, Newhouse and Alexander constructed a model for Beverley Hills Public Library to allow the book budget to be spent in the way which would produce most benefit for library users. They concluded that maximum benefit was derived from books which are issued frequently over a long period of time. They also attempted to estimate the value of a loan as a percentage of the purchase price of a book, suggesting ten percent of the purchase price of the book. Griffiths and King (1993) , best known for their work on library performance indicators, also constructed a model for measuring the value of special library use. A major component of this model was the value of the time spent in seeking information. If an employee is prepared to devote, say, two hours to visiting the library to find information to help with their work, then this is an indication not only that the exercise is considered important, but of the monetary value of the information, since this can be calculated from an hourly rate of pay. However, while valid for a special library, this approach has little application in a public library context. It is unrealistic to postulate that the reading of the same novel would be five times as valuable to someone who earns £50 000 a year as to someone earning £10 000. Since leisure hours, rather than working time, are involved in most public library use, a uniform hourly rate could be assigned, but even on this basis, a slow reader would derive more value than a fast one -a difficult point to argue! Similarly, if it takes one user three hours to get the library and another only 20 minutes it would be ridiculous to pretend that the first visit was nine times as valuable as the second.
Kingma (2001) presents a guide to economic and costbenefit analysis for information professionals. Based on lecture notes for an 'Economics of Information Management' class, Kingma provides a good basic introduction to economics and how it can be used by information managers. Although monetary values are not assigned to the various functions of the public library, the book outlines many models for describing data including supply and demand. He suggests that 'an estimate of the value of books to patrons can come form library patrons surveys, user data, and local referendums on public library funding'.
A 'Value Added Library Methodology', has been developed in New Zealand by LIANZA (2000) based on the assumptions of 'how a hypothetical commercial market with willing buyers and sellers might price the outputs of the service'. The methodology has been used to value the New Zealand Parliamentary library, an academic library and a public library. The market proxy prices used were theoretical and indicated the 'range of value that the library provides to its user base, rather than a commercially recoverable figure'. The basic equation they used for book loans, for example, was equal to one third of the book's replacement price but popular fiction, the 'type of material that would have been provided by commercial subscription libraries', is valued much lower at an arbitrary NZ$3.00 (£0.91) per loan. The overall result is to value the average book loan at NZ$7.96 (£2.41) or 25.3 per cent of the average book purchase price.
Alternative approaches to estimate the value of a book loan, for example, could be attempted by considering:
• Historical experience. The old subscription libraries provided, for example, by Boots or W.H.Smiths, loaned books for a fee. Updating these to give a modern equivalent suggests that people may value a loan as ten percent of the purchase price of the book, assuming the price they would pay would be equivalent to the 'value' they perceived.
• Experience where charges have been introduced.
Charges Secondly, the loan periods differ; videos, for example, are generally loaned for a period of one week, books for three or four weeks. Finally there is also the factor that the audiovisual business is at a much lower volume than books.
• The social impact of public libraries and how they have changed peoples' lives. There is a wealth of literature on how the reading of books and the use of the public library in general have benefited individuals and society (Comedia, 1993; Greenhalgh, Worple and Landry, 1995; Matarasso, 1998; Kerslake and Kinnel 1997; ASLIB, 1995;  The Library Association Libraries Change Lives Award, 2001). However, much of the research in this field, while important, relies on anecdotal evidence and cannot be used to quantify say the value of a book loan. Interestingly, some researchers in this area might argue that you cannot value the loan of a book at all. In some cases it might be invaluable, where, for instance, it has changed a person's life.
It is clear that the valuation of public services is difficult and that there is no single agreed approach to measuring such value. In this paper, another approach is described which has been used to estimate the value of book loans. The estimate was based on the value placed by the user on the books read, in terms of the purpose for which they were borrowed, the benefit obtained and why they were borrowed rather than bought.
METHODOLOGY
Users returning books to four public libraries were interviewed over a period of four weeks in July and August 2000. The survey was carried out when books were being returned as the borrower would have been unable to judge at any earlier stage what value had been derived from reading them.
A small pilot survey was first conducted at Loughborough Public Library -principally to test and amend the wording of questions. The key question, asking for a monetary estimate of the reading experience, was revised several times in order to strike a balance between common sense language that would be easily understandable and intellectual consistency. The response to any query was that this question was hypothetical and that there was no prospect or proposal to charge for book borrowing.
Three medium-sized libraries, Bedford, Hinckley and Rugby, were chosen for the research, as they were large enough to offer a range of services but not large enough to provide the specialist facilities which can attract an unrepresentative clientele.
Bedford is a prosperous town with varied local employment and a substantial level of commuting to London. The library occupies a modern building close to the main shopping area. Since Luton achieved unitary status, Bedford is the largest library in the county and achieved over 700 000 issues in 1998-99.
Hinckley is situated close to the western boundary of Leicestershire. Its staple industry, hosiery manufacture, has declined in importance in recent years and has been replaced as the major employer by distribution. It has a wellestablished and busy library on the edge of the main shopping area, adjacent to a car park and the bus station. It achieved 364 000 issues in the year July 1999-June 2000. Rugby is enjoying a high level of regeneration and part of this is a new library, Warwickshire's most recent, opened in March 2000. It is well sited in the town centre being in the heart of the town's new retail development and sharing premises with an art gallery run by the district council. The well-appointed library is expected to achieve 700 000 issues in its first year.
By way of a contrast, a small inner-city library was also surveyed. St. Ann's is a part-time library in a relatively deprived area of Nottingham. The library achieves 36 000 issues a year in its 28 hours of opening per week.
At Bedford, Hinckley and Rugby libraries, surveying took place for most of the opening hours of one week each in July 2000, including evenings and Saturdays. This pattern was chosen to achieve a representative cross-section of users. In the event, the evenings were quiet and younger people using the library during the day and on Saturdays were often in too great a hurry to take part. In St. Ann's, the survey was carried out over the second half of the week. Unfortunately, the library was uncharacteristically quiet during this period.
At all libraries, the practice was to interview the first adult borrower who came in to return books. When that interview was completed, (each interview lasted about five minutes) the next available person was asked to participate. No attempt was made to structure the sample by age, sex or any other characteristic.
Each reader was asked to show the books he or she was returning. The questions were asked about one completed adult book, selected at random by the interviewer, or, if both fiction and non-fiction were being returned, about one of each. Of the 557 readers questioned, 374 returned adult fiction and 219 adult non-fiction, giving a sample of 593 books. Therefore, the responses to some of the questions detailed below will total more than the number of questionnaires completed.
Although the questions were slightly different for fiction and non-fiction, only one question did not apply to both book types. Those returning adult non-fiction were asked what had been their purpose in borrowing the book. Interviewees were asked whether they had enjoyed the book, or found it useful, and what they had gained from it. They were then asked to select from a list of options the price they would have paid to hire/rent the book had this been required. Respondents were also asked to select reasons for borrowing, rather than buying, the book in question. Some questions to establish demographic characteristics were also asked. These asked respondents to state their age, gender, terminal education age and economic status.
RESULTS
In total, 557 valid questionnaires were completed; 167 from Bedford, 212 from Hinckley, 143 from Rugby and 35 from St Anne's.
Sample details
In terms of age and gender, the sample included a large percentage of females and people aged over 65 (see Tables 1 and  2 ). Although this seems at odds with the distribution of the UK population and registered library users (as identified by Book Marketing Ltd, (BML) 1997), the age and gender distribution of those questioned in the survey was more similar to that found in the PLUS Exit Surveys of Visitors (CIPFA, 1998). As seen in Table 3 there is a large difference in the frequency distribution of users depending on whether you count the proportion of people using public libraries (BML) or whether you count and analyse the number of visits (CIPFA 1, 1998). Since older people tend to be more frequent visitors to libraries and women live longer, it is not surprising that these groups constituted the majority of the sample. Table 4 presents details about the Terminal Education Age (TEA) of the sample and compares it to those found in the UK population and in library users generally, as reported by Book Marketing Ltd, (1997). Our survey appeared to include a greater than average level of people whose education continued until at least the age of 19, especially in Rugby, and fewer who left school at 16 or under. Levels of students were higher in Bedford and, perhaps surprisingly, St. Ann's (although the sample for this library was small and included a higher percentage of younger people). A question on employment was included to assess the possession of an income on attitudes to value (see Table  5 ). However, the survey showed no relation between employment status and the amount respondents said they would be prepared to pay. The relatively low level of people in employment and the high level of retired people reflects the age profile of the survey. The age profile of respondents at each library also explains Rugby's higher level of employed persons and the greater percentage of students at St. Ann's.
Books returned
The survey sought first to establish how many of the books returned had been read completely or had been of use. In the case of adult fiction books, 86 per cent of them had been read, 6 per cent were being renewed, and 8 per cent were being returned unfinished. Similar percentages were obtained for adult non-fiction books: 89 per cent had been considered useful, 7 per cent were being renewed, and 4 per cent were being returned and not considered useful.
After counting the numbers returned, respondents were asked further questions about one finished novel and/or one useful non-fiction book. Those returning fiction were asked whether or not they had enjoyed the novel selected. Almost all, 91 per cent, said they had done so. That 9 per cent should be finished even if not enjoyed suggests reluctance to abandon a book once started. For non-fiction, respondents were asked whether the book had met their needs. In 89 per cent of cases it had done so.
Those returning non-fiction were asked their reasons for borrowing it from a list of options. No guidance was given on the options and respondents answered as they saw fit (see Table 6 ). People were encouraged to state as many reasons as appropriate for borrowing the book in question and the percentages total more than 100 per cent. As might be expected the most frequent reason given was Practical information, with Pleasure running second. Work related use was noticeably smaller, confirming assertions made elsewhere that work use tends to be concentrated at very large libraries. These reasons are similar to those identified in other surveys (Book Marketing Ltd, 2000; Timperley & Spiller, 1999. The success of the books in meeting the purpose for which they were borrowed is given in Table 7 
Value of book lending
For both fiction and non-fiction, respondents were asked 'If books were hired out, like CDs and videos, how much would you pay to rent this book?' The question was intended to elicit some idea of the value placed upon the loan. The question was asked only of a book that had been enjoyed or was useful, on the grounds that one which had shown neither of these characteristics would have had no value to the reader. Approximately one tenth of respondents said they either had not enjoyed their novel (34) or that the non-fiction book had not met their needs (24 respondents). The amounts respondents would have paid are shown in Table 8 and illustrated in Figure 1 . Some of those surveyed stated that they would pay nothing to borrow the book they had read, in spite of its not being given as an option. The reasons for this were not probed. It is not possible to say, therefore, whether this was because:
• although value was gained, it was felt to have no monetary worth; • respondents are unaccustomed to paying to borrow books; • they object in principle; • or some other reason.
The pattern is remarkably similar for fiction and nonfiction (see Figure 1) . For both fiction and non-fiction, the most accepted hire charge band was 30-50p, followed by 5-25p and then 80p-£1.00. £1.00 appears to be the threshold beyond which willingness to pay drops dramatically.
The data indicated a trend showing that preparedness to pay for adult fiction loans decreased with age. Young respondents were prepared to pay more than older ones. More than half of those aged between 15 and 34 were prepared to pay at least 85p to borrow a novel and 15 per cent of 15-24 year olds said they would pay more than £2. This contrasts with the fact that 60 per cent of those aged 65 or over in this sample said they would pay no more than 50p. Surprisingly, however, 5 per cent of this age group said they would be prepared to pay at least £2.05! The issue is not as clear cut for non-fiction, with amounts being more evenly spread across the age range. It would appear that there is a weak tendency for young people to be prepared to pay more. The age group quoting highest figures was found to be 25-34 year olds; 10 per cent of them were prepared to pay £2.05-£3.00, although none was prepared to pay more than £3.00.
No significant Chi Square Test association was found by gender, by terminal education age or by purpose of borrowing and the price a borrower would be prepared to pay.
Reasons for borrowing
Respondents were asked why they had borrowed, rather than bought, the book in question. As they were allowed to state as many reasons as applied, the percentages in Table  9 do not add up to 100 per cent.
A variety of reasons for borrowing rather than buying books were given, but the most frequently cited were economic related ones: the expense of buying and needing to read only once. The straightforward expense was the most pressing reason in the case of fiction, at 52 per cent, and was regarded as an important reason for borrowing non-fiction at 42 per cent. The most cited reason for borrowing nonfiction, however, was that the book will be used only once. Uncertainty as to the 'usefulness' or 'enjoyableness' of a book was another popular reason and reinforced the theme of value. The only other significant reason for borrowing, rather than buying, was lack of room to keep books.
